(i.e., Stifoss-Hanssen 1999; Emmons 2000; Gardner 2000 ) established a common enough conceptual map to aid the quest of understanding religious and spiritual life today.
The second type of research on spirituality can be termed applied research on spirituality. Here, the functional aspects of spirituality are emphasised so that spirituality is not examined independently from other aspects and issues in life. Examples of such research include studies on the contribution of and the relationship between spirituality and well-being (Fisher 2009 (Fisher , 2011 , giftedness (Tirri and Ubani 2005; Tirri, Nokelainen, and Ubani 2007; Ubani 2007) or professional life (Ekedahl and Wengström 2010) .
The emerging third type of research on spirituality is also functional in its emphasis as it wishes to examine the expressions of spirituality in their authentic setting. This means that, instead of applying foundational research output into real life situations theoretically, the contextualised research on spirituality aims to find out the role spirituality has in those real life situations such as classrooms (Ng 2012; Ikonen and Ubani 2014) -or vice versa . In this form of research, issues such as the conditions for spiritual experiences are examined.
Activity in all three types of research are constantly needed for keeping research on spirituality and spiritual education relevant and for developing the field further. Ideally, these types of studies are in interaction with each other. For instance, while it is fundamental for the latter two types that the foundational research is robust and on par with developments in religious demography today, the foundational research should also be informed of the evidence-based developments in the latter two in order to enhance its validity and reliability.
The articles in this special issue have been selected and invited from the presentations at the 14th Nordic Conference on Religious Education (NCRE2017), held at the University of Eastern Finland. In the Nordic countries, in the research on spirituality and education the primary emphasis has traditionally been on the first two types of studies on spirituality with a body of literature on, for instance, religiosity (Tamminen 1991) , existential search (Hartman 1986 ) and world views (Helve 1993) . In fact, in Scandinavia until the 2000s, 'spirituality' was usually discussed in terms of religiosity, meaning-seeking, or view of life (StifossHanssen 1999; Ubani 2007) . However, in the 2000s a body of internationally informed research examining spirituality from a holistic viewpoint (Oser, George Scarlett, and Bucher 2006) materialised in the Nordic countries, such as the thorough philosophical research by Sagberg (2008 Sagberg ( , 2015 on spirituality and holistic education and Tirri's research groups' empirical studies on spiritual sensitivity and spiritual intelligence Ubani 2006, 2007) . Since 1977, the primary venue for presenting such academic research in Scandinavia has been the Nordic Conference on Religious Education. During the 2000s, the NCRE has become an international conference (Sporre and Mannberg 2010) . For instance, in the 2017 conference, the 120 participants included scholars from the US, Ghana, Israel, UK, Netherlands, Belgium, Turkey and Austria. Thus, the selected articles represent the international nature of the discussion that takes part in the Nordic research community concerning religion and spirituality in education.
Overview of the articles of the special issue
The articles of this special issue describe the issues related to religious and spiritual development in different contexts of growth, such as school and church, spanning from early childhood to young adulthood in Finland, UK, Turkey and Malta. The authors utilise diverse empirical methods and philosophical analysis and the articles represent different types of research on spirituality and spiritual education. The studies are based on conceptions of spirituality ranging from holistic spirituality and religiosity to world view-based definitions.
The first article can be described as representing foundational research on spirituality. Adrian Gellel highlights in his article the importance of symbolic literacy skills and knowledge in spiritual growth. According to Gellel in addition to being aware of and understanding different kinds of symbols, symbolic literacy is related to processes of becoming oneself and creating deep connection with other people and surrounding reality. He argues that symbolic literacy can give tools for expressing existential concerns and understanding life. The article suggests that different educational environments such as schools have a potential to support symbolic literacy through several concrete ways such as approaching the symbols in arts and popular culture. Gellel also supports his arguments by with some concrete examples on symbolic literacy and education in Maltese context.
The article by Aino-Elina Kilpeläinen and Inkeri Ruokonen present a contextualised research on spirituality in infancy activity in Church. Their early childhood case study employs observation and interview data from Baby hymn singing events. These are ritualistic musical activities within the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark. The authors emphasise the significance of the interaction between the mother and child in enhancing religious and spiritual development. As the authors describe, safe and warm experiences form the basis for trust in life and relation to transcendence, and advance their relationships later on. These events contribute in the early phases of spiritual formation and enhance religious enculturation through participation in rituals, familiarisation of hymns and visiting the church space.
The next three articles focus on different aspects of spirituality in comprehensive schools in Finland and the UK. In their contextualised study on spirituality, Raili Keränen-Pantsu and Martin Ubani have a look at the relevance of Bible stories for 10-year-old pupils in Lutheran religious education in Finland. Keränen-Pantsu and Ubani use a relative novel empirical method for examining students' experiences in the lessons: video assisted stimulated recall interviews. The Bible stories were told with the Godly Play story-telling method, for instance. Their study is able to identify expressions of spirituality in public religious education lessons: besides having religious and spiritual relevance, Bible stories also touch the pupils emotionally and morally.
Spirituality can be described as one authentic expression of humanity. The capacity for pre-linguistic spiritual experiences and the cross-cultural ability to be religious underline that spirituality is characteristically and universally 'human' . To be able to be 'real' and 'authentic' can be seen not only as a prerequisite for spiritual experiences but also as one quality of such an experience. In his quantitative case study, Martin Ubani includes foundational aspects to his applied research. He focuses on the experiences of authenticity in integrated RE lessons among 15 and 16 year old Lutheran, Orthodox and Secular Humanist students. The study shows that despite students' different religious backgrounds they could be authentic during the lessons. The high sense of authenticity in the integrated lessons encourages an increase in the emphasis on spiritual education in the development of the subject religious education.
The third article from a public school context is Phra Nicholas Thanissaro's study. The article represents applied research on spirituality. The article focuses on teenage Buddhist pupils' attitudes on education in general and in RE in Britain. The study highlights the importance of recognising the expressions and implications of spirituality in public education. Thanissaro's quantitative questionnaire study discusses how religious spiritual formation and values could be connected with well-being and being contempt in school. According to Thanissaro's article, valuing education as a way to spiritual wisdom depicts the core of Buddhist spirituality. His study connects the students' respectful attitude on teachers and education with the inherited cultural and spiritual values. He also reflects on how religiosity and spiritual practices as a mental resource could enhance handling stress on studies and thus promote the well-being of the students.
The next two articles focus on young adulthood. In her contribution, Aybice Tosun presents her study on creative drama as an educational method for worldview and religious education among university students. This explorative case study took its place in Turkey. The qualitative data of this contextualised research consists of students' interviews. In addition to critical thinking skills, the use of creative drama in worldview education is linked to questions of identity construction, world views, values and beliefs, and the purpose of life. The initial outcomes of this study are encouraging and highlight the need for finding a means for developing creative spiritual education in higher education curricula.
Spiritual development is a lifelong process that takes place in various social contexts and educational environments and is aided by numerous tools such as rituals, art, drama and music. While Kilpeläinen and Ruokonen describe in their article how music is employed in the beginning of spiritual development, Sari Murtonen's applied research on spirituality casts light retrospectively on how the implications of music can reach from childhood to spirituality in young adulthood. Murtonen has studied the role of religious and spiritual music in the spiritual formation of Finnish young adults. Based on the study, the significance of religious and spiritual music is based on its relation with the former positive experiences and on music's ability to relate to the young adults' current existential search, meaning-making and view of life. It seems that the use of music in spiritual education could support the development of balanced spiritual life and a coherent outlook on life.
The scientific research on spirituality is constantly evolving. After the grand developmental stage studies focusing on a single religious framework of interpretation (i.e., Goldman 1964; Fowler 1981; Tamminen 1991; Oser and Gmünder 1991) , the need to examine the diverse expressions of spiritual formation during the different phases of human life and to connect studies somehow to provide cohesive and developmental understanding on spirituality and education has increased. The need is pressing as there are many informal and unintentional sources of spiritual education today such as social media, peers and hobbies relevant to the formation of spirituality today that should be studied in this light. In addition, in Western societies, public schooling, the institution established for intentional education, can be seen as a major source of informal spiritual education. This hidden curriculum (Wren 1999) is not always in the benefit of the whole child (Hay and Nye 1998; Ubani 2013) . We envision that the third type of research that contextualises spirituality in real life situations could be able to give understanding on the spiritual life and coping of children, youth and adults in settings that do little to encourage individual spiritual formation or even fail to acknowledge the integrity of their spirituality. We envision that this kind of research is essential in the future for developing good practices not only in spiritual education but also in education in general (Watson, De Souza, and Trousdale 2014b) .
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